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2Abstract
The present study investigated how the parental discourse style during joint book reading
changed with children’s age and language ability. Thirty-two parents and their children (age
ranged from 3;1-6;0) were recruited and engaged in a joint book reading interaction. The
amounts of parental utterances in four levels of abstraction were compared among the three
age groups (3-, 4- and 5-year-old). Result revealed parents of 3-year-old children produced
more low level and fewer high level utterances than parents of 4- and 5-year-old.
Furthermore, percentages of utterances in each level were correlated with children’s age and
language ability. Percentages of high level utterances was found to be negatively correlated
with children’s ages while percentages of low level utterances was found to be positively
correlated with children’s language ability. Clinical implication and interesting observation
were discussed.
3Introduction
Interactionists’ approach to language acquisition
There are two major families of theoretical approaches to language acquisition. While
the nativist/ generativist/ Universal Grammar approaches assume that children are born with
some linguistic knowledge, the constructivist/ emergentist/ socio-pragmatic/ fuctionalist/
usage-based approaches assume that children are born with the ability to learn the language
from the environment. Consistent with the latter approaches, Chapman’s (2007) proposal of
interactionist’s perspective argues that children’s language development depends much on
their social interaction with others. During social interaction, parents adjust their language
input to children’s age and ability, adopting a register typically known as motherese or
child-directed speech (CDS). It consists of adjustments in voice, prosody, lexicon, semantics,
and syntax (Owens, 1996) that carry different functions in fostering language development
(Richards & Gallaway, 1994). Prosodic change (Tang & Maidment, 1996), use of question
prompt and expansion (Erbaugh, 1992) and lexical adjustment (Tardif, Shatz & Naigles, 1997)
have also been reported in Cantonese and/or Mandarin CDS.
Joint book reading
When parents read with their children, they may not read out the text directly, but turn
the illustrations and the written words into an engaging story, by adding extra utterances on
top of the text and converse with the child as in social interaction. In these extra-textual
4utterances, they may, for example, label items in the illustrations, relate the story to the
child’s everyday experience, or respond to child’s comments.
Several frameworks have been proposed to describe parents’ extra-textual utterances
during joint book reading. De Temple and Tabors (1994) classified adult utterances during
joint book reading into immediate talk and non-immediate talk. While information provided
in immediate talk can be conveyed immediately from the text or illustrations (e.g. labeling,
color naming, and counting), non-immediate talk goes beyond the text or illustrations (e.g.
predictions, explanations, and inferences). As a result, non-immediate talk is more
linguistically and cognitively demanding as compared with immediate talk.
Leseman and De Jong (1998) classified adult utterances using the distancing theory,
measuring the cognitive distance between the content and the surface form of the utterance.
While low distancing utterances refer to pointing, labeling, and completion of read sentences,
high distancing utterances refer to explanatory, evaluative, narrative extending, and topic
extending utterances.
In a more detailed way, van Kleeck, Gillam, Hamilton and McGrath (1997) adopted
Blank, Rose and Berlin (1978a)’s framework of levels of abstraction to classify parental input
during reading with preschoolers. The framework was originally developed to describe
questions or discussion made by preschool teachers in a classroom discourse. The level of
abstraction is determined by the distance between the immediate perceptual information (e.g.
5pictures on the blackboard) and the language content in the utterances. The longer the
distance between perception and language, the more the demand will be posed on the child,
as he or she has to go beyond the immediate context to analyze the information. Following
this framework, van Kleeck et al. (1997) proposed four levels of abstraction to describe
parental utterances during joint book reading, such that level I (matching perception) and
level II (selective analysis / integration of perception) belong to lower levels (similar to
“immediate” and “low distancing”) and level III (reorder / infer about perception) and level
IV (reasoning about perception) belong to higher (similar to “non-immediate” and “high
distancing”).
Joint book reading and children’s language development
Different levels of parental utterances provided during joint book reading were found to
be related to children’s later language development. Van Kleeck et al. (1997) analyzed the
levels of abstraction of parents’ extra-textual utterances during joint book reading with their
children (aged 3;6 to 4;1), and correlated the result with children’s gain one year later on the
Preschool Language Assessment Instrument (PLAI; Blank, Rose & Berlin, 1978b), which
formally assesses children’s ability to respond to questions at the four levels of abstraction. A
positive correlation was found between level I, II and IV parental utterances and children's
later gain on the level IV ability, while other correlations did not reach significance. The
authors argued the gain may be due to the sense of achievement provided by the low level
6utterances (level I and II) and the stimulation given to children’s weakest ability by the level
IV utterances.
Dialogue reading (Zevenbergen & Whitehurst, 2003) is another example showing how
low level utterances stimulate language growth. It is an intervention procedure in which the
parent or clinician invite the child to name or describe the picture during joint book reading,
and prompt, evaluate and expand the children’s responses at the same time. Children who
participated in dialogue reading showed more gain than that of the control children on
vocabulary, receptive language and expressive language development.
Moreover, Lesemen and De Jong (1998) found positive correlations between the
percentage of high distancing utterances and children’s receptive vocabulary size and word
decoding ability at a later age. De Temple and Snow (1996) also found correlation between
the amount of non-immediate utterances and children’s vocabulary development, emergent
literacy and print skills, story comprehension and narrative production ability in later years.
Parental adjustment with respect to children’s age and ability
While benefits of extra-textual utterances during joint book reading are apparent,
children may not be able to take advantage of them if parents are not tuned into their
language and cognitive levels. Thus, it will be natural for parents to modify their utterances
during joint book reading according to children’s age and ability, similar to the situation in
CDS. De Temple and Snow (1996) analyzed 290 mothers’ utterances when reading to their
7children at 3;6 and 4;6. They found that the amount of non-immediate talk (high level)
increased at the second time of recording. Leseman and DeJong (1998) analyzed the
utterances of 89 mothers from Dutch, Surinmese and Turkish family when reading with their
children at ages 4, 5 and 6. They found the percentage of high distancing (high level)
utterances increased and that of nonverbal picture pointing (low level) decreased from the
first to the last visits. More recently, van Kleeck and Beckley-McCall (2002) invited five
mothers to read with each of their younger and elder children individually and simultaneously.
In the individual reading, using the classification scheme by van Kleeck et al. (1997), they
found a lower percentage (5%) of high level utterances when mothers were reading with the
younger children as compared with the older children (37%). All these studies gave insight on
parental modification during joint book reading with their children.
Joint book reading in Cantonese population
Cantonese is a Chinese dialect spoken by people in Guangdong Province and Hong
Kong. Except in colloquial genres (e.g. magazines), Cantonese is different from the written
form, modern standard Chinese (MSC), in terms of vocabulary and sentence structures
(Matthews & Yip, 1994). For instance, Cantonese and MSC use different forms for the same
meaning (e.g. 睇 tai2 in Cantonese corresponds to看 hon3 in MSC) and carry different
meanings for the same form (e.g. 喊 haam3 has the meaning of “cry” in Cantonese but
“shout” in MSC). Furthermore, many Cantonese words do not have their corresponding
8forms in MSC (e.g. soe4 “slide”; Matthews & Yip, 1994). In syntax, passives can be used
without an agent in MSC, which is not allowed in Cantonese (Matthews & Yip, 1994).
Relative clauses can be formed without using the nominal particle 嘅 ge3 in Cantonese,
while the nominal particle 的 dik7 must be present in MSC (Chan, Matthews & Yip, 2011).
As a result of these differences, Cantonese parents have to convert the MSC in the text to
Cantonese when telling a story.
Although there was a body of research on parent-child joint book reading in the western
countries (van Kleeck, 2008), there were only a few on Cantonese children and parents.
Chow, Mcbridge-Chang, Cheung and Chow (2008), for example, trained a group of parents
with dialogic reading skills, and found its positive effect on children’s receptive vocabulary
development. However, questions arose from this study: when parents were not trained, to
what extent they interact with children during book sharing? With different spoken and
written form, how would the parental modification during joint book reading, if present, be
different from Western parents?
The current study aimed to investigate the parental discourse style in joint book reading
in Hong Kong, particularly on whether parents would modify their style according to
children’s age and language ability. The main questions of this study were: 1) Do parents of
older children provide more high level utterances than parents of younger children during
joint book reading? 2) Are parents’ percentages of utterances in different levels of abstraction
9associated with children’s age? 3) Are parents’ percentages of utterances in different levels of
abstraction associated with children’s language ability?
Method
Participants
Thirty-seven parents and their children with age ranged from 3;1 to 5;11 (M = 4;6)
were recruited from four kindergartens in two districts of Hong Kong Island. Letters were
sent to the parents by the kindergartens and agreed consents were collected. To ensure that all
parents have some experience of book sharing, only parents who indicated in the consents
that they read with his or her child at least once per week were invited1. Five parents were
excluded from the study due to one of the following reasons: 1) parent indicated that s/he
usually read with the child using a language other than Cantonese; 2) parent simultaneously
reads with two children of different ages during recording. After the exclusion, the remaining
32 parent-child dyads were separated into three groups according to the child’s age (age 3:
N=9; age 4: N=12; age 5: N=11).
Apart from the above criteria, subjects were otherwise selected randomly from the
received consent forms. They were all fluent Cantonese speakers2, and were either invited to
the division or visited by the investigator at their homes for data collection.
1 Two of the parents indicated in the questionnaire collected after data collection that they read with their
children less than once per week, as they were not the one who filled in the consents. They were still included in
the study to ensure adequate sample size.
2 Two of the parents showed accent of other Chinese dialects but did not indicate they read with their children
using dialects other than Cantonese.
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Procedures
The pictured book, You Can’t Eat a Princess!, written by Gillian Rogerson (2010), was
given to the parent-child dyads for joint book reading. The story was about a princess
searching for and rescuing his father who was kidnapped by aliens to the outer space. It was
translated to Chinese to ensure unfamiliarity to the dyads. The translated version aimed to
create a fun story based on the original plot using sentences suited for preschoolers, while
preserving the writing style of the original author. Four-word idioms were also included to
create opportunities for explanation and discussion. To minimize the variability in the number
of parental utterances as indicated in previous reports (e.g. van Kleeck et al., 1997), and to
ensure a minimum amount of parental utterances, stickers were posted in ten different places
of the book to remind parents to provide extra-textual utterances. To help the parents
understand this instruction, a familiarization phase was carried out.
Familiarization phase
During this phase, a video was shown to the parent. The aim and procedures of the study
were briefly introduced at the beginning of the video. Each parent was given this specific
instruction about the task: “I’d like you to speak, listen and respond to your child as you
normally would when you read to him/her at home. In order to make sure that parents provide
a minimum amount of input, I have put a sticker on several pages in the book. When you see
that, I’d like you to say something about the story, which can be a question or a comment.”
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After the instruction, a video clip in which an adult reading the book Three Little Pigs with a
child was shown as demonstration. The adult made extra-textual comments or questions at
different levels of abstraction when stickers appeared, and provided responses to children’s
utterances. Towards the end of the video, the meaning of extra-textual sentences was
explained explicitly.
After that, the parent was allowed to read through the book once on his or her own. At
the same time, the investigator administered the receptive subtest of the Chinese version
(Hong Kong Society for Child Health and Development, 1987) of Reynell Developmental
Language Scales (Reynell & Huntley, 1985) to the child. The subtest consists of ten sections
which require the child to point to or physically manipulate some toys according to the
commands given by the administrator. Items in the subtest assess the child’s ability in
comprehending object names, object functions, commands with different syntactical
structures and concepts, as well as making logical or inferential deduction. After the test, any
question concerning the instruction and procedure of the data collection was addressed before
the recording phase began.
Recording phase
During this phrase, the whole process of joint book reading was audiotaped, with the
investigator sitting at a corner far away from the dyad. After the recording, the parent was
given a questionnaire to fill in, which aimed at collecting parents’ educational backgrounds,
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dyads’ frequencies of joint book reading, dyads’ participation in story classes and the
similarity between the experimental condition and the joint book reading they usually had at
home (Appendix A).
Coding scheme for parents’ extra-textual utterances
All utterances produced in the recordings were transcribed. Utterances were segmented
based on the presence of pause, intonation cues and sentence final particles, and the
syntactically and semantically completeness of the utterance. Parents’ extra-textual utterances,
regardless of the illocutionary force (e.g. questions, commands, comments, etc.), were
classified into 1) print and book convention (PB); 2) Behavior management and feedback
(BF); 3) Story content-related (SR) and 4) text-to-life (TL) utterances. PB refers to utterances
that describe the orthographic print and book conventions (e.g. title and author). BF refers to
utterances that regulate behavior of the child and other remaining utterances during the
interaction that are not directly related to the story. SR refers to utterances that are directly
related to the story plot or illustrations. TL refers to utterances that relate concepts in the book
to children’s experience or general information provided for the child to understand the story.
As the main interest of the current study, the SR utterances were further coded into Blank
et al.’s (1978a) four levels of abstraction, adapting the schemes from van Kleeck et al. (1997).
Level I is the matching perception, which includes labeling, locating, noticing and rote
counting (e.g. 呢個係咩嚟架? What is this?). Level II is the selective analysis / integration
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of perception, which includes recalling information and describing action, characteristics or
scene (e.g. 咩顏色架? What’s its color?). Level III is the reorder / infer about perception,
which includes inferring, summarizing, defining, providing point of view, identifying
similarities and differences, making judgment, unifying pictures or previous information,
taking characters’ roles, imagining the plot happen in daily life and talking about lesson learnt
from this story (e.g. 跟住外星人好驚喎; Then the aliens were frightened.) Level IV is the
reasoning about perception, which includes predicting, problem solving and explaining (e.g.
你估架穿梭機會點呀? What do you think will happen to the spaceship?). As mentioned
above, Level I and II were considered as low levels while Level III and IV were considered
as high levels. For the detailed definition and examples of the scheme, please refer to
Appendix B.
When adopting van Kleeck et al. (1997)’s coding scheme to fit in the linguistic difference
of Cantonese and English, modification and elaboration were made. Firstly, in van Kleeck et
al. (1997), completing cloze was considered as SR level II utterances. In this study, the
sentences for completion provided by some of the parents concerned characters’ motivation
or point of view. Since these involved inferences about perception, they were taken as level
III. In other words, completing cloze was coded according to its individual demand of level
of abstraction to the children. Not every completing cloze was considered as level II.
Secondly, only when both the word form and the definition were provided was that
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utterance considered as word definition and coded as level III. An example of word definition
was “外星人都無動於衷喎。無動於衷即係無反應喎” (“The aliens were not impressed.
Being not impressed means they did not have any response.”). In conversion of MSC to
Cantonese, some parents replaced obscure words with their word definitions directly (e.g. “外
星人都無反應喎”/ “the aliens did not have any response.”). This was not considered as a
level III SR utterance because this was not extra to the text and parent did not provide the
form of the complicated word for the children to match the definition.
Thirdly, the differentiation between recall (level II) and summarize (level III) was
determined by the illocutionary force of the utterance. Questions that required previously
mentioned information such as “who caught the King?” were considered as recall while
declarative sentences that provided previously mentioned information such as “the King was
caught by the aliens.” were considered as summarize. This differentiation was made because
in questions children only had to recall previously existed perception but in declarative
sentences, the meaning went beyond the picture or text.
Fourthly, some research put TL utterances as high level story-related input (level IV in
van Kleeck & Beckley-McCall, 2002; non-immediate talk in De Temple & Snow, 1996).
However, considering their weak relationship with the story, they were put as a separate
category in this study, following the scheme of van Kleeck et al. (1997).
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Result
Questionnaire
Questionnaires were collected to obtain the background information of the participants.
As seen in table 1, secondary 5 and 7 together covered the highest percentage of parents at
53.2%, followed by post-secondary at 40.6%. This distribution matches the report by Census
and Statistic Department (2011), and suggests the representativeness of the sample.
Table 1.
Distribution of parents’ educational level
Educational level Frequency (%)
Primary 6 or below 1 (3.1%)
Secondary 3 1 (3.1%)
Secondary 5 11 (34.4%)
Secondary 7 6 (18.8%)
Bachelor degree 8 (25%)
Postgraduate or above 5 (15.6%)
Furthermore, 15 (46.9%) parents reported that they read with their children “few times
per week”, and there were the same number of parents (7; 21.9%) who read with their
children “once per week” and “everyday”. Only two parents read with their children once per
two weeks or less. Since the category of “few times per weeks” contains more possibilities
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(e.g. twice per week, 3 times per week, etc.) when compared to the group “once per week” or
“everyday”, the distribution was potentially even. Additionally, 78.1% of parents reported
that they themselves read regularly, and most of the parents and children (93.8% and 90.6%
respectively) had not attended any story classes before.
In addition to providing background information, parents also rated similarity of their
audiotaped joint reading interaction to their usual practice on a 7 points scale, with 1 being
“very different” and 7 being “very similar”. The mean rating was 5.25, and both the mode
and median were 6. A majority (78.1%) of the parents reported that they produced more or
less the same amount of utterances during the recording, as if he or she was reading to their
child at home not being observed. Nevertheless, 46.9% of parents reported that their children
spoke less than usual during the audiotaped joint book reading.
Utterances types
Approximately 60.5% of total parental utterances produced during the joint book
reading were extra-textual utterances. Among them, SR utterances (M = 78.4%) covered the
highest proportion for all age groups. It was confirmed by results from one-way repeated
analyses of variance (ANOVA; for three-year-old, F(3,24) = 256.881, p < .0001;
four-year-old: F(3,33) = 171.261, p < .0001 and five-year-old: F(3,30) = 522.310, p < .0001)
and follow-up pairwise comparisons adjusted by the Bonferroni method (p < .0001).
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Effect of children’s age on the level of abstraction of parental utterances
Table 2.
Number of utterances in the 4 levels of abstraction in different age groups
Levels of abstraction
Age I II III IV Average
3 27.4(18.1) 23.8(14.8) 43.8(19.5) 20.7(9.66) 28.9(17.5)
4 19.5(11.4) 19.8(14.4) 69.1(31.7) 33.5(23.5) 35.5(29.0)
5 14.8(8.68) 14.7(5.39) 53.2(15.2) 24.1(14.7) 26.7(19.3)
Average 20.1(13.5) 19.2(12.3) 56.5(25.3) 26.7(17.9)
The distribution of different levels of abstraction of parental utterances in each age
group is shown in table 2. A two-way repeated ANOVAwas performed, using age groups (3,
4 and 5) as the between-subject variable and the levels of abstraction (I, II, III and IV) as the
within-subject variable. It yielded significant main effect for levels of abstraction (F (3, 87) =
43.685, p < .000) but not for age group. Pairwise comparisons adjusted by the Bonferroni
method revealed significantly more utterances at level III than other levels. Moreover, a
significant interaction effect was revealed (F (6, 87) = 3.016, p < .01). The post-hoc pairwise
comparison (p < .05) showed that parents of 3-year-old produced significantly more level I
utterances than that of 5-year-old but fewer level III utterances than that of 4-year-old. On the
other hand, the general trends for age group of 4- and 5-year-old were similar.
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To further investigate the association between children’s ages and each level of
abstraction in parental utterances, four Pearson coefficients were calculated between the
percentages of utterances in each level and children’s ages (in months). Since some parents
spoke more while some spoke less, percentages instead of the actual number of utterances
were used in the correlation to reduce the variance between parents. Significant moderate
positive correlation was yielded for level III utterances only (r = .36, p < .05; figure 1).
Figure 1. The relationship of percentage of level III utterances and children’s age
Effect of children’s language ability on the level of abstraction of parental utterances
To explore the association between children’s language ability and the level of
abstraction of parental utterances during joint book reading, four Pearson coefficients were
calculated between children’s RDLS raw scores and percentage of utterances in each levels of
abstraction. Significant moderate negative correlation was yielded for level I utterances only
(r = -.362, p < .05; figure 2), in which the higher the language ability the child had, the less
level I utterances were produced. Alternatively, the correlation for level III utterances
approached significance (r = .369, p = .066; figure 3), which potentially suggests the higher
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language ability the child had, the more level III utterances were produced.
Reliability
To ensure the reliability of the coding, utterances from four parents (12.5%) were
re-coded by another student. The proportion of agreement was 74.6%.
Discussion
This study investigates Cantonese parents’ discourse style when sharing a book with
their children and whether this style differs, or is associated with, children’s age and language
ability. Results indicated age and language related adjustment in the levels of abstraction of
parental utterances.
Questionnaire and utterances types
Amajority of the parents reported that the amount of utterances they produced during
the recording were similar to that in usual practice. This indicated parents’ compliance with
the instruction and provided confidence to the representativeness of the data.
Moreover, 60.5% of the total parental utterances were extra-textual, and among them,
Figure 2. The relationship between
percentage of level I utterances
and RDLS raw scores
Figure 3. The relationship between
percentage of level III utterances
and RDLS raw scores
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78.4 % were SR utterances. The larger amount of SR utterances than PB or FB may suggest
parents’ eagerness to provide enough opportunities to help children in comprehending the
story. Nevertheless, this phenomenon may be accounted by the instruction given, in which
parents were explicitly requested to produce story-related utterances upon seeing the stickers.
Therefore, the large amount of SR utterances may not imply parents’ low motivation in
teaching print knowledge or provide feedback to their children, but indicates their compliance
to the instruction. Consequently, the sample of SR utterances provided an adequate basis for
the analyses completed to address the research questions.
Do parents modify their utterances?
As the result indicated, parents of younger children (3-year-old) produced more low
level (level I) utterances but fewer high level (level III) utterances than that of older children
(4- and 5-year-old respectively). This finding echoes with the works in the western literature
by De Temple and Snow (1996), Leseman and DeJong (1998) and van Kleeck and
Beckley-McCall (2002). Different from the current research, however, these studies
compared the discourse style of the same parent, revealing the adjustment made along the
growing path of the children, or the adjustment to his or her two children of different ages.
Due to the time limitation of a dissertation project, the present study could only adopt a
cross-sectional design. Future research may adopt a longitudinal basis, or compare the
utterances of the same parent when s/he reads with two of his or her children.
21
Besides, the result revealed similar trends for the 4- and 5-year-old groups. The
3-year-old group, however, showed a different pattern. This may suggest the importance of
the year moving from age three to four in parents’ perspective, so that they read differently
with children in age three and four. From age three to four, a child starts to group words into
categories, and produces complex sentences along with a large growth in vocabulary size
(Owens, 1996). It is possible that these explicit growths in language increased parents’
expectation in children’s ability and induced the difference in discourse style in this study.
Interestingly, significant correlation between children’s ages and percentages of parental
utterance was only found in level III. This may imply the need for training, with the aim to
promote parents’ adjustment in the amount of utterances to children’s age in all levels, not
only level III. Nevertheless, this result may only be the manifestation of high sensitivity in
level III utterances due to its dominance among SR utterances.
Results from the correlation analyses also indicated that, the higher the language ability
the child had, the fewer level I utterances (and likely more level III utterances) were produced
by the parents. This implies that apart from the explicit age, parents adjusted the level of
abstraction of their utterances to children’s implicit language ability, by labeling or noticing
(level I) more (and likely inferring less) when reading with a child who had a weaker ability
in receptive language.
These associations and differences in level of abstraction of parental utterances with
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children’s age and language ability coincide with the interactionists’ model. As Camarata and
Nelson (2006) elaborated, different aspects of the child’s production would prompt different
parental responses. When children vocalize, parents respond by words; when children
produce word utterances, parents respond by sentences with correct grammatical morphemes.
Therefore in this case, parents provided different levels of utterances during joint book
reading with children in different ages and language ability.
Dominance of level III utterances
As the result indicated, level III utterances dominated in the parental utterances. This
finding is different from earlier reports (De Temple & Tabors, 1994; van Kleeck et al., 1997;
and Leseman & DeJong, 1998) that found low level parental input (e.g. labeling, color
naming, counting), corresponding to level I and II in this study, occurred most frequently
when parents read with children aged 2;3 – 6;0.
This difference may be explained by the linguistic properties of Cantonese. As mentioned
above, when telling a story, Cantonese parents have to convert the MSC in the text to
Cantonese in the speech. In the process, parents often summarized the information deduced
from the picture or text (level III). Moreover, they might elaborate after converting the text to
spoken form, went on with characters’ motivation or their point of view (level III). For
example, for the text “我還未把髮捲好!” (I still haven’t finished curling my hairs!), one of
the parents said, “我呀, 電緊頭髮呀, 啲髮捲都未拆呀!” (I am curling my hairs. The
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curlers were still in!). The utterance was coded as level III which provided the point of view
of the soldier in the story. In another example, “…還有國皇，他要迎接各方的客人…”
(…and the King, he has to greet guests from all over the world…), one of the parents read,
“仲有國皇呢就話喇, 佢要迎接呢好多朋友嚟架喎” (and the King said, he had to great
many friends). As the meaning of the utterance was different from the text, it was coded as an
extra-textual SR sentence that provided the point of view of the King (level III). In such a
way, these elaborations created extra-textual utterances and may become one of the
contributors to the large amount of level III utterances.
Besides, level III contains the most number of subcategories, and would logically have a
higher chance to contain the highest number of utterances. It is worthy to note that, the
original scheme by Blank et al. (1978a) was designed to classify teachers’ production in the
classroom discourse, which is open-ended in nature. Conversely, in the joint book reading,
the production is constrained by the story plot, the atmosphere of fun that parents wish to
create, and the cognitive demand in creating extra-textual utterances when reading the text
and telling the story, together with the conversion of MSC into Cantonese. In adapting the
original scheme into this discourse, many types of utterances were found to fit into the
definition of level III and coded as such. Therefore, level III utterances, unlike in the
classroom discourse, might be favored in the interaction of joint book reading, and dominated
in the parental utterances.
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And yet, as suggested by van Kleeck et al. (1997), utterances at level I and II consolidated
children’s mastered ability (e.g. labeling and description) and level IV utterances stimulated
their weakest area, reasoning about perception. Hence, utterances in these levels are likely to
be important to children’s gain in inferencial comprehension. The relatively less amount in
these levels (caused by the dominance of level III utterances) in this study may implicate
rooms for intervention, with the aim to increase the amount of input in these levels.
Other observations on parent discourse style during shared book reading
By informal observation of the joint book reading, it was found that the level of
abstraction in parental input could also be affected by the type of questions that children
asked. For example, children who always asked “what is this?” would lead to a larger
proportion of lower level utterances. In contrast, children who always asked “why?” would
lead to more high level utterances production. Parallel to the interactionists’ model, this
observation echoes the result of a sequential analysis by Danis, Bernard and Leproux (2000),
who found the level of abstraction a parent adopted depended on the level that a child just
expressed during a joint reading interaction, and vice versa.
Moreover, it was observed that parents tended to provide more low level input (e.g.
labeling) when the child was passive. Parental input might be possibly affected by children’s
personality too. Furthermore, not only the level of abstraction, the linguistic complexity used
by the parents seemed to be adjusted to children’s age. For the same text in the story, parents
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of 3-year-old were more likely to use simpler words than parents of 5-year-old in conversion
of MSC to Cantonese. All the above observations may provide insight for future research on
the contribution of children’s response and/or their personality to the modification of parental
utterances during joint book reading, as well as the parental modification of linguistic
complexity according to children’s age.
Use of stickers to create extra-textual utterances
Apart from the above observations, stickers were found to be effective in eliciting
extra-textual utterances. All parents provided story-related extra-textual utterances in all four
levels of abstraction during the joint book reading. This strategy may potentially be used in
intervention or making commercial story books, by posting markings within the story to
remind parents to produce extra-textual comments or questions. Or as van Kleeck (2008)
suggested, scripts of questions or comments in different levels could be embedded into the
story book, so that parents did not have to create one when telling the story. Future research
may compare the amount of parental extra-textual utterances with or without markings, to
provide evidence for the effectiveness of this strategy.
Limitation of the current study
This study made a contribution to the small body of literature on discourse styles of
Cantonese parents, in terms of the adjustment to children’s age and language ability. It also
indicated some rooms for improvement in the research method and procedures. Firstly, audio
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recording did not show the nonverbal behaviors of parents and children. This caused
ambiguity as the coding would be different for parents who pointed at the picture (labeling)
and those who closed the book (summarizing) when asking a question. Online recording of
the nonverbal behaviors by the investigator during recording may help to overcome this
problem. Secondly, 46.9% of parents reported that their children spoke less than usual during
the experimental condition. As children’s responses may potentially affect parents’ production,
warm-up activities may be helpful for shy children. Lastly, the substantial reliability (74.6%)
of the coding scheme may indicate the need for more objective guidelines for the scheme,
especially when the scheme was adapted from a foreign scheme to the linguistic system of
Cantonese.
Conclusion
Answering the question in the thesis title, the result of this study showed that parents do
modify their utterances when sharing stories with preschool children. It is hope that this study
may be helpful in developing parent training in book sharing activities that is relevant to the
unique language system of Cantonese. Further research in joint book reading of Cantonese
population may focus on parental adjustment in aspects other than children’s age or language
ability.
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Appendix A—親子閱讀研究問卷
以下問卷將收集有關你與子女閱讀習慣的資料，請仔細填寫。所得資料只作研究用途，
如有任何問題請隨時詢問研究員。謝謝!
甲、 你有與子女一起看圖書說故事的習慣嗎?
□有，毎天都會
□有，約一星期數次
□有，約一星期一次
□有，約半個月一次或更少
□沒有
2. 貴子女曾參加說故事的興趣班嗎?
□有，請說明:____________________________ □沒有
3. 你曾參加說故事的興趣班嗎?
□有，請說明:____________________________ □沒有
4. 你有閱讀的習慣嗎? (不包括報章雜誌)
□有 □沒有
5. 剛才與子女說故事時，
a. 感覺和你在家說故事時相似嗎? 請以 1至 7分評分:
□1 (毫不相似) □2 □3 □4 □5 □6 □7(幾乎一樣)
b. 子女說的話比起家中說故事時多嗎?
□差不多 □比平時多 □比平時少
c. 你說的話比起家中說故事時多嗎?
□差不多 □比平時多 □比平時少
6. 你認為子女喜歡這個故事嗎?
□喜歡 □不喜歡 □沒有特別喜歡或不喜歡
7. 你的學歷是:
□小六或以下
□中三 □中五 □中七
□學士 □碩士或以上
謝謝!
32
Questionnaire (English translation)
This questionnaire collects information on the topic of reading books from you and your child.
Please kindly fill in. All the information obtained is only for the research purposes. Feel free
to ask questions if any. Thank you.
1. Do you read with your child regularly?
□Yes, I read with him or her everyday
□Yes, I read with him or her few time(s) per week
□Yes, I read with him or her once per week
□Yes, I read with him or her once per month or less
□No
2. Has your child attend any story classes before?
□Yes □No
3. Have you attend any story classes before?
□Yes, please specify: _______________________________ □No
4. Do you yourself read regularly (apart from newspaper and magazines)?
□Yes □No
5. For the joint book reading that was just recorded,
b. Is it similar to that you usually have with your child at home? Please rate on score
1-7:
□1(very different) □2 □3 □4 □5 □6 □7(the same)
c. Is the amount of the child’s utterances similar to that you usually have with your child
at home?
□more or less similar □S/he spoke less □S/he spoke more
d. Is the amount of your utterances similar to that you usually have with your child at
home?
□more or less similar □I spoke less □I spoke more
6. Please specify your education level:
□Primary 6 or below
□Secondary 3 □Secondary 5 □Secondary 7
□University—Bachelor degree □University – Postgraduate or above
Thank you very much for your cooperation.
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Appendix B— Definition and examples of subcategories in the coding scheme
for parents’ extra-textual utterances
1) Print and book convention (PB)
 Recognition of print (e.g. 有冇個右字呀? /Is there the word “right”?), decoding
print (conversion of written Chinese to spoken Cantonese, e.g.公主是吃不得的,
即係公主係唔食得嘅, 知唔知呀? / You can’t eat a princess. That means
princess is uneatable, ok?) or other utterances that related to print.
 Referring to the book’s title, author, illustrator and page numbers (e.g. 今日我地
講嘅故事叫乜名呀? / What is the title of the story that we are going to read
today?)
 How to handle the books(e.g. 跟住下一頁喇喎/ Then the next page)
 Socialization to join the child in the book sharing activity (e.g. 媽咪今日講個故
仔俾你聽好唔好? / Would you like mummy to tell you a story today? ) or
indicating the end of the story (e.g. 講完喇/I finish.)
 Evaluations of books (e.g. 呢個故事好好睇喎/This story is very interesting.)
2) Behavior management and feedback (BF): utterances that regulating behavior
of the child and other remaining utterances during the interaction that are not
directly related to the story.
 Feedback to the response of the child (e.g.係囉/ yes)
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 Clarifying the child’s meaning (e.g. child: XXX都有嘅; adult: 唔, 乜嘢呀? /
child: XXX have it too; Adult: ah, what?)
 Imitating the child’s utterances (e.g. child:去咗星球; adult:去咗星球呀?/ child:
gone to the space. Adult: gone to the space?)
 Prompting for the child’s answer (e.g. 跟住呢? /Then?)
 Regulating the child’s behavior (e.g. 聽我講埋先/listen to me first!)
 Other utterances during the interaction that are not related to the story (e.g.而家
媽咪話俾你聽吓/Now mummy will tell you; 好啦, 我地繼續去睇吓究竟發生
咩事?/ Let’s continue reading to see what will happen?)
3) Story-related (SR)
a. Level I–Matching perception: questions or comments that attend the child to
information that is perceptually present.
 Labeling (e.g. 呢個係咩嚟架?/ What is this?)
 Locating (e.g. 邊個係意粉公主呀? / Who is princess spaghetti?)
 Noticing (e.g. 哇, 你睇吓!/ wow, look!)
 rote counting (e.g. adult: 一, 二… child: 三, 四, 五/ adult: one, two…child:
three, four, five)
b. Level II–Selective Analysis/ Integration of Perception: questions or comments
that integrate separate components, or focus the child on specific aspects of
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objects and events. They include:
 Describing scene (e.g. 有幾多個騎士呀你睇吓? / How many soldiers are
there?)
 Describing action (e.g. 哇佢喺度做緊乜嘢呀…呀國皇? /What is the King
doing?)
 Describing characteristics (e.g. 咩顏色架? / What’s its color?)
 Recall information (e.g. 父皇借咗俾邊個戴呀?/ Whom did the King lend it to?)
c. Level III–Reorder/ Infer about Perception: questions or comments that provide
opportunity for the child to process the information that is not perceptually
present or to restructure the perceptually present information.
 Inferring (e.g. 佢應該有問過公主嘅 / He probably had asked the princess for
this matter.)
 Providing point of view of the characters (e.g. 我諗呢呢三個外星人計劃呢想
煮咗意粉公主嚟食呀 / I think this three aliens planned to cook Princess
Spaghetti and eat.)
 Making personal judgment (e.g. 好特別呀喎…其實/ It was very special, in fact.)
or of characters’ feeling (e.g. 跟住外星人好驚喎/ Then the aliens were
frightened.)
 Summarizing parts of story or pictures (e.g. 佢地個個都話有好忙嘅事唔去救
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國皇/ They all said they had something to be busy with that they couldn’t go and
rescue the King.)
 Defining word meaning (e.g. 馬上即係…即刻 / Immediately means now)
 Identifying similarities and differences between the pictured objects or story
elements and children’s life (e.g. 咁似…你沖涼嗰陣時…個盤嘅?/ Does it look
very similar to the basin that you used when bathing?)
 Unifying pictures or previous information (e.g. 咁呢佢地要喺度做乜嘢呀? [咁
多食物架喎] …開 party / What are they doing here [with so many food]? They
are having a party.)
 Taking characters’ roles (e.g. 你當你係意粉公主吖, 點樣好有禮貌架? / Let’s
pretend you are the Princess Spaghetti. How to be “very politely”?)
 Imagining the plot happen in daily life (e.g. 如果媽媽或者爸爸俾人捉走咗你
驚唔驚呀? / Will you be very frightened if mum and dad were caught by someone
else?)
 Discussing lesson learnt from this story (e.g. 你睇完呢個故事之後呢有冇學到
一啲乜嘢呀?/ Did you learn anything after reading this story?)
d. Level 4—Reasoning about Perception: questions or comments that provide
opportunity for the child to reason.
 Predicting (e.g. 你估架穿梭機會點呀?/ What do you think will happen to the
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spaceship?)
 Problem solving (e.g. 咁點算呀?/ What are we going to do?)
 Explaining (e.g. [公主發脾氣喇…]因為公主要佢地放番國皇吖嘛, 但係呢三
個外星人又唔放喎 / [The princess was angry.] Because the princess urged
them to release the King, but these three aliens rejected.)
4) Text-to-life (TL)
 Relating a concept in the book to child’s past, present or future experience (e.g.
你食過未呀?/ Have you tried it before?)
 Giving general information that helps the child to understand the story (e.g.我地
係咪人類嚟架?/ Are we human?)
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